pedagogical beliefs and understandings of the Chinese and Australian educators. The paper is grounded in socio/cultural theories on the importance of context and the social nature of learning (Moore and Dunham 1995; Vygotsky 1978) as these are important aspects of participatory learning. The notion of participation in learning was the focus of the design of the questionnaire used in the research. Educators working in group education and care settings with infants and toddlers in Australia and China were asked to complete an anonymous questionnaire with an aim of describing their views of infants and toddlers as learners. The survey had four sections which included questions on the types of situations that provide optimal opportunities for learning, what activities can educators provide to promote learning, what are the best conditions for children to learn and the final set of questions asked about participation and learning. As stated ages of infants and toddlers change depending on the text used in this research, the age of infants is taken as birth-24 months and toddlers 24-36 months (Nixon and Gould 1996) .
Increasingly infant-toddler group care is becoming a focus of research (Degotardi and Pearson 2014; Elfer 2006) as the importance of the early years has gained attention in many disciplines, including neuroscience (Shonkoff and Phillips 2001) . The benefits of care for the very young are often seen by policymakers as much needed workforce support (Kalil et al. 2012 ) while others emphasise human capital, lifelong skill development and the importance of investment (Heckman et al. 2013) . School readiness has become one of these outcomes as the term 'school readiness' is broadened from a narrow view aligned with academic skills to an expansion of the idea that development is transactional (Horm et al. 2016) . Educationalists, who are more influenced by a socio/cultural approach, suggest that the concept of the image of the communicative, competent infant, emerging from constructivist research, like that of Reggio Emilia (Maguire-Fong 2014), should be responded to in the design and practice of group care programs and perhaps a new and specialised pedagogy is necessary (Rockel 2009 ).
As teacher' beliefs are strongly influenced by life history and their own epistemologies (Brownlee et al. 2011) , an exploration of educator' views from closely connected countries, with different socio/cultural, political and historical contexts is significant in terms of beliefs about early childhood education, government concerns about improving the quality of the early childhood workforce and the sharing of professional knowledge across borders.
The paper introduces the Australian and Chinese contexts for infant and toddler education and care as a background to the educators' views on how children learn and how they understand the notion of children's participation in their own learning. Literature on infant and toddler participatory learning is presented, the research project is described and findings and implications discussed. The overall aim of this study was to expand previous research on participatory learning (Brostrom et al. 2012 (Brostrom et al. , 2014 to include the Chinese early childhood context. Australia and China have developing relationships in the education sector including early childhood education and an exploration of shared ideas and pedagogies is relevant to the two countries. Both countries have been influenced by international ideas (Qi and Melhuish 2017; Tobin et al. 2009 ) and through internationalisation of higher education there is a growing partnership in pre-service teacher education between Australia and China (Ng and Nyland 2016) . The questions addressed are: How do educators in Australia and China understand participatory learning for infants and toddlers? Are there significant differences across the two contexts?
The Australian and Chinese contexts for infant-toddler education and care
The following discussion provides a summary of education and care provision for children under three in Australia and China. The timing of reforms and the emphasis on the preschool years in both settings offer a scenario that shares many commonalities. Curriculum documents, regulations and standards and a growing partnership through international higher education initiatives (e.g. Ng and Nyland 2016 ) present policy contexts suitable for comparison. Care and education programs in Australia have developed a shared regulatory approach in recent years. Where Australia once had a clear demarcation between childcare and preschool education, this has been impacted by recent reforms that have brought both services together under national legislation. Now in Australia children in the age group birth-5 years, attending a variety of services, are included under the same regulatory package, the National Quality Framework (NQF) (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) 2012). In China, the care and education of children in the birth-to-three age group comes under the jurisdiction of the National Health and Family Planning Commission and preschools come under the authority of the Ministry of Education. Some preschools in China are extending their programs to cater for children 2-3 years (Zhu 2009 ). For children in the preschool years in both countries, there are many similarities in the aims and reforms being introduced by the Australian and Chinese governments.
Infant/toddler care and education in Australia is carried out in a variety of locations. For this study, only staff in long day care (LDC) centres and childcare settings were approached. LDC settings cater for children birth-6 and receive government funds whether they are private or community based. As stated above, early childhood education and care services come under the Australian NQF which includes legislation, regulations, standards for services to be assessed against and a quality monitoring system. A central part of the quality framework is the curriculum document, Belonging, Being and Becoming: The early years framework for Australia (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 2009).
National early childhood education reforms were initiated in 2008 and introduced workforce changes and a quality assessment regime. Structural changes to staff qualifications were to be phased in and staff/child ratios were to be improved. For children under three, the ratio across Australia became one staff member for every four children. This has now been enacted. Under the reforms staff working with infants and toddlers must hold a Certificate 111 level qualification. This is a level 3 on the international standard classification of education scale (ISCED). (UNESCO 2012) . The Certificate 111 is a general certificate for children's services and is a foundation qualification for working with children birth-5. The certificate is competency based, requires up to 12 months study, contains 16 days placement with 18 separate units. One unit "Provide care for infants and toddlers" specifically relates to the infant-toddler age group (training.gov.au 2016). The Certificate 111 qualification has been a source of contention with many scholars and experts in the field claiming it provides inadequate training for the complexities of designing care and education programs for the very young (Cheeseman et al. 2015) .
Research suggests educators in Australia have different attitudes to teaching children in the infant/toddler age range and teaching children in the preschool years (Degotardi 2010; Rouse et al. 2012) . Historically there has been a care and education divide in Australia. Preschool programs, either stand-alone or delivered in LDCs, are seen as needing a degree-qualified early childhood teacher to design an educational agenda while programs for children under 3, who are viewed as mainly requiring care, need the certificate qualification. These first 3 years are viewed primarily as a workforce support (Rockel 2009 ) with the main emphasis on care. The demarcation between care and education should have been nationally addressed with the new curriculum framework which contained an image of children birth-5 as 'learners' (Cheeseman et al. 2015) . The tenuous and political nature of social images of infants and toddlers, however, has been emphasised by Cheeseman et al. (2015) who fear that the strong image of infants and toddlers as learners, reflected in the national curriculum framework, may revert to the needy child requiring care. These scholars, who authored the national curriculum document, have evidenced their concerns about education for infants and toddlers by commenting on the current priority given to "workforce policy recommendations for children under 36 months" (p. 38) and query whether a foundational credential like the Certificate 111 "to equip educators to take responsibility for infants' well-being and learning" (p. 39) is sufficient. All Australian participants in this research had either a Certificate 111 or Diploma level education.
China has a rapidly developing preschool system and aims for universal access by 2020 (Zhou 2011) . The Chinese reform agenda has been as active as the Australian reform agenda with significant recent initiatives being the 2010 Outline for Medium and Longterm Education Reform and Development (2010-2020) (Zhou 2011 (Hu and Cai 2012) . The 2011 standards specified national curriculum for pre-service teachers with the standards designed to identify the skills and knowledge education students should acquire from their training. Further detail was added with the Kindergarten Teacher Professional Standards (Pang 2012) . This second standards document outlined 62 areas where knowledge and competence are required. One of the underlying messages in the kindergarten teacher standards was that students should be aware of unique Chinese early childhood education characteristics that relate to the Chinese social/cultural/historical context. However, provision for very young children in China has been mixed. Childcare centres are mainly private, are licensed by the Ministry of Human Resources and have been administered by the National Health and Family Planning Commission since 2013. A recent survey from Shijiazhuang city indicated that practitioners in childcare centres usually have a certificate of 'Babysitter' (育婴师) licensed by the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security. In private for-profit childcare centres, operated by international/national chains, the survey found that only 62% of 134 educators had a certificate (Di 2016) . These findings agree with Zhu's (2009) report on early childhood educator training across the provinces. Tobin et al. (2009) have suggested that rapid social and economic change in China has been reflected in changing parental expectations for education and care of very young children and this will have an influence on the development of childcare centres and demands on staff. Easing of the one-child policy (China Daily 2015) will impact on the need for workforce support, especially in a context where many grandparents, most recently the main carers for the very young (Nyland et al. 2009) , are staying in the workforce longer as the age of retirement increases (Wong 2015) .
Despite extensive research for children under three there has been little educational attention in relation to provision of programs (Davis et al. 2015; Qi and Melhuish 2017) . In recent years, the neuroscience research on early brain development has brought an acknowledgment that children learn from birth. This acknowledgement of the importance of the first 3 years has initiated calls for the integration of nurseries and kindergartens so that early child development (ECD) can become a continuous care and education system for children from birth to age 6 (Zhu 2009 ). Historically, nurseries and kindergartens have been under the administration of different ministries and the infant-toddler programs have been oriented towards basic health and care. However, growing interest in children and education in the birth-to-three age group has led to government attention and planned changes. Zhu and Zhang (2008) commented on some of the issues that have made the development of education services for children under three difficult:
Two main issues are the separate administration and the lack of resources. The community, parents and the administration at different levels will need to work together to achieve this goal. This integration effort, however, also provides new challenges for early childhood researchers. The longstanding focus on kindergarten children from ages three to six has resulted in a scarcity of studies of younger children's development and care. The early childhood community needs to take on the challenge and devote more resources and effort to exploring models for the successful care and education of children from birth to 3 years of age (p. 179).
Although Zhu and Zhang wrote their paper 8 years ago and despite the reform agenda, which has had an almost exclusive kindergarten focus (Qi and Melhuish 2017 ) the situation seems similar today. In a presentation at Beijing Normal University (Beijing Normal University Newsletter 2015), Professor Liu Yan reported on the situation for children under three in education and care programs. She made an appeal for regulations to be developed for children birth-3 as the present situation is one where there is a regulatory vacuum, a lack of standards and professional training as well as uneven quality. Given the demand for education and care programs for this age group, she urged the Ministry of Education to develop policies as kindergarten practices were not suitable for children birth-to-three age group. The Chinese participants in this research had qualifications ranging from a high school certificate through to a masters' degree. The latter were directors of services. These are levels three to seven on the ISCED.
Literature review: participation and children's learning in the first 3 years
The early childhood literature on group programs for children under 3 years has had a strong focus on the assumption that children's care and education experiences will be influenced by early childhood educators' theories about infancy (Raikes and Edwards 2009) , theories about what and how children should learn (e.g. Ong 2012) and how their life experiences influence these interpretations (Rogoff 2003) . Much of the early research on infant and toddler programs treated aspects of providing and planning for children prior to school, the years birth-5, as a similar group. Where differentiation was made it was often to do with aspects of provision, like group size (Huntsman 2008) . In recent years, however, there has been a growing interest in pedagogical practices for infants and toddlers (e.g. Degotardi and Pearson 2014; Lawrence 2012; Meade et al. 2012 ) with a position emerging that children in this age group have different ways of establishing relationships and internalising experience (Oliveira-Formoshino and Araújo 2014; White et al. 2014) . There is also a growing trend to observe child/child relationships (Greve 2009 ). Such views have been influential in the learning and participation literature.
Participation has become an issue that has been researched in relation to children's learning in group care contexts. Berthelsen et al. (2009) , p. 93) define participation as; "l[L]earning in which toddlers create their own understanding and are active in the processing of information". Nyland (2009) observed infants in childcare over a 3-year period and surmised that the child's own experiences could often be described as participatory observation, which is a style of learning not emphasised in the infant/toddler texts (e.g. Degotardi and Pearson 2014) . Another type of learning and participation has been researched by Laevers (2011) in his work on the significance of observing the young child's actions to gain a measure of the child's level of involvement and well-being within a setting. Much of this research contained observations of children's self-motivated play activity, often with objects, not companions. Example studies that have focused on everyday observed events include Brownlee and Berthelsen (2004) , Rogoff et al. (1998) and Rolfe et al. (2002) . These research projects were based on empirical data, naturalistic observations, to interpret how participation was enacted in specific childcare contexts for infants and toddlers. Findings supported Laevers emphasis on self-directed learning and levels of engagement and involvement in the selected task.
Another aspect of research on infants in group care that makes the learning and participation research complex is the differing theoretical views taken. Elfer (2006) strongly favours attachment theory; White et al. (2014) focus on teacher infant social dialogue; Oliveira-Formoshino and Araújo (2014) emphasise diversity and democratic pedagogy-inparticipation and others employ differing kinds of socio/cultural theory (e.g. Meade et al. 2012) . That rights-based practice is beneficial is also argued (Woodhead 2006) . The theoretical approach that influences an educator will impact on decisions about daily practice.
A focus of this paper is educator interpretations of how infants' learn in the group care setting. In Australia there have been a number of studies that have examined educators' beliefs and subsequent interactions with young children (e.g., Brownlee et al. 2000; Nyland 2004; Degotardi and Davis 2008; Degotardi 2010) . Findings reported a difference between educators' descriptions of children's self-initiated activity and children participating in routine events like nappy change. This difference in the educator's approach to encouraging participation during routine and play sequences emerged as a feature of the research with Degotardi (2010, p. 30) finding that "practitioners' thinking about routine interactions was less complex than their reasoning about play interactions". This is a point supported by Trevarthen (2011, p. 175) when he says of infants in childcare settings:
t[T]he natural creativity and cooperation of infants and toddlers, their self-produced motives for acting and knowing with other people, are given less attention than their needs for care and protection.
The complexity of working with very young children is acknowledged in the literature and Allen and Kelly (2015) comment on the fragmentation of types of programs provided for young children, the differing staff qualifications that exist and in many cases, especially in the infant-toddler years, staff with minimal training levels. An emphasis on the context is important to this research as children's learning has embedded meaning (Rogoff 2003) . The significance of activity in the everyday is emphasised (Hedegaard 2008) by the research questions which focus on optimal contexts that promote children's learning.
Perspectives from educators in Australia and China have been explored as these two countries have developed educational ties across the years. Trained early childhood teachers are on the Australian skills list, and Chinese early childhood professionals are among groups seeking employment in the early childhood field in Australia. Of these some have been trained in China, some in Australia and some have done a combined degree through joint programs (AEI 2015) . China is Australia's top source country for international students (Australian Government 2015) and two-way institutional partnerships are growing (AEI 2015).
The research

Theoretical frame
The conceptual frame adopted is a socio/cultural approach emphasising the theories of participation and social mediation (Stetsenko 2007; Vygotsky 1978) . Learning occurs as children interact with people and objects in their environment. Through their own actions children appropriate the culture of their surroundings (Rogoff 2003) . Rogoff explains this happens through guided participation but for the children to internalise and interpret experience they must encounter other members of the culture on a social plane and re-create the experience through an intrapsychological process (Vygotsky 1978) . For early childhood educators, these notions of social interaction and guided participation are important. This research project is part of an on-going international comparative project (Brostrom et al. 2012 (Brostrom et al. , 2014 ) that has sought to investigate educator's perceptions on children's learning and their understanding of participation. A single questionnaire was developed to use in each country participating in the research and for this paper we examined surveys from Australian and Chinese practitioners who were working with infants and toddlers.
The questionnaire
The questionnaire, designed for previous research (Brostrom et al. 2012 (Brostrom et al. , 2014 , consisted of four key questions consisting of 6-10 items that inquired into some aspect of children's learning and the significance of participation. The four questions covered the following:
• What situations are characteristic of learning?
• What circumstances are important for learning?
• What are preconditions for children's learning?
• How do you understand participation in relation to children's learning?
Participants were asked to rank each item from 1 to 4 (or N/A if not appropriate) with 1 being the most important, 2 the second most important and so on. The participants were also informed they could give the same number to several items if they chose. The questions and choices offered in the questionnaire are listed in Tables 1, 2 How do educators in Australia and China understand participatory learning for infants and toddlers? Are there significant differences across the two contexts? 
The participants
The questionnaires in Australia were administered in childcare settings in the state of Victoria, Australia. The sample selection was based on previous Australian research in this study, and access and ethics approval had been arranged for centres in Victoria. 33 early childhood educators working with children under 3 responded. This was the first time China had joined this comparative research team and sampling was conducted through networks and associations. In the cases of both countries, the target audiences were representative; participation was voluntary and therefore participants were selfselected. In China 104 educators working with children under 3 responded across a number of provinces. The following table gives a breakdown of the participants according to the age of the educator and qualification level, year of completing study and years of experience (Table 5) . Table 5 indicates that half the Australian educators were aged between 20 and 39 years. Of the other half, most were between 40 to 49 years with 2 over 50. Infant-toddler educators who had worked with children for more than 20 years were more likely to recently have qualified or recently upgraded their qualifications. This can be explained by recent reforms in Australia under the National Quality Framework (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) 2012) which requires qualifications for all staff and upgrades of minimal level qualifications, especially for staff in the infant/toddler rooms. The Chinese participants present quite a comparison to their Australian counterparts. They were much younger on the whole, with the majority under 29. They had considerably less experience but tended to be better qualified. The qualifications were compared using the ISCED descriptors with a Certificate 111 in Australia matching estimated time of study and levels with the Chinese high school certificate at level 3 on the ISCED. The Australian cohorts were qualified at levels 3 and 5, while the Chinese cohort covered levels 3-7.
In Australia, the Productivity Commission has set the qualification for practitioners working with children birth-2 at Certificate 111 level (Goodstart Early Learning 2015) . In China there is a growing demand for regulations and policy development for children in the first 3 years but no national guidelines have been promulgated. The high school certificate as a qualification is steadily being phased out (Fan et al. 2016) . The survey in this research was directed at educators and the Australian profile is representative of staff working with children in infant/toddler nurseries. The higher qualifications of some Chinese participants are explained because these were staff in leadership positions. Participation was voluntary, the questionnaire was anonymous and directed to relevant early childhood educator populations so it was not possible to control for the differences that emerged. However, the responses to the questionnaire suggested all participants shared an understanding of infant/toddler pedagogy and were able to express their own ideas about participatory learning in the target age group.
Results from the questionnaire
In this section of the paper, we report on each of the four sections of the questionnaire. The intent of each question is identified; a summary table is provided to indicate the importance of an item.
Question 1. What situations are characteristic of learning?
The situations listed on the questionnaire were concerned with the types of activities children will be engaged in across the day and which ones might best promote learning. The first question was designed to explore educators' ideas of which types of situations they most identified as activities with characteristics where learning was most likely to occur. The results can be seen in the following table (Table 1) . For the Australian infant/toddler educators 'play where children and adults participate together' was most frequently considered most important, followed by 'situations which build on children's own initiatives' , 'situations which contribute to children's social development' and 'free play' as an important situation for learning. For the Chinese educators 'situations which build on children's own initiatives' , 'conflicts in everyday life which children try to solve' , 'creative activities and situations which contribute to children's social development' were most frequently rated. Across the two groups of participants, goaldirected activities related to reading and writing and circle time were the least likely to be rated as most important situations to characterise learning. These results suggest a shared belief that formal didactic activities are not suitable for children in this age range. Such a view is supported in the international literature (Nutbrown and Page 2009).
Question 2. What circumstances are important for learning?
This part of the questionnaire had a major focus on participation including: institutional participation where the predominant belief in children's learning is that it occurs in a shared social process, such as 'participating in a variety of activities across the day'; social interaction, was emphasised in the categories 'playing with other children' , 'participating in activities with adults'; participatory observation, when the child is 'seeing what other children do' , 'seeing what adults do' and intentional teaching, with 'adults teaching by explanation and modelling' and 'when the child is being challenged by the adult' . The last category 'the child being allowed to be left in peace and quiet' could relate to levels of participation from the viewpoint of the child's own self-directed involvement and well-being.
The infant and toddler educators were asked to evaluate the most important circumstances for children's learning and rank them. Table 2 reports the percentage of the 'most important' items. The greater percentage of the educators in the Australian sample rated three items as 'most important' and these were; 'participate in different activities in everyday life in the early childhood institution' , 'playing with other children' , 'self-initiated activities' . The Chinese educators were in agreement on the first choice and close on 'self-initiated activities' . Both groups placed 'the child being allowed to be left in peace and quiet' last.
Question 3. What are preconditions for children's learning?
This question was concerned with the adult role in providing for children and encouraging participation in active learning. The first 6 categories look at some aspect of adult support and it is only the 7th category 'children's own choices without adult interference' that provides for the type of agency that would link to a broader view of democracy in the institution (Moss 2009a, b) . Both groups most frequently rated this category least important.
The pattern of ratings between the two groups of educators differed somewhat for this question with the Chinese educators emphasising the idea of cooperation with parents.
The Australian cohort listed the parent option as 4th while the Chinese group rated it at number 2. The Australian group again placed a greater value on the adult being actively involved in interactions with children, number 1, and placed child choice without adult intervention last. There was agreement about children being challenged but with appropriate challenges planned according to developmental levels.
Question 4. How do you understand participation in relation to children's learning?
This fourth question was designed to find out what beliefs the educators might have about the notion of participation, how the ideas of the concept of participation would influence answers given to the first three questions of the questionnaire and how these perceptions might influence practice.
'To be part of a group and enter into its activities being together' was least popular for the Australian infant/toddler group of educators, while this was number 2 for the Chinese group. These different positions could be linked to perceptions about infancy itself. This surmise is supported by the responses the educator groups gave to the two categories that related to listening to children. The proactive category of 'to listen' was favoured by the Chinese group but not favoured by the Australian group. The more controlled 'educators listen to children and understand their way of thinking' was the first ranked answer for the Australian educators which raises questions of reciprocity and agency for infants and toddlers within the childcare environment. The Chinese educators again emphasised the importance the group.
Discussion
From the questionnaire, the picture that emerges of the Australian educators is one of mixed age and years of experience with qualifications at the lower end of the ISCED table. The most popular answers to questions were nuanced with often a less powerful image of the child being expressed in the choices made. An example of this was in Table 1 where 'Play where children and adults participate together' was chosen above the more expansive 'Situations which contribute to children's social development' while 'Situations which build on children's own initiatives' was privileged over the more classic situation of 'Free play' . There was a strong emphasis on the role of the adult where the educator was seen as a participant in children's play, while playing with other children was important being part of a group was not considered to be necessary for participatory learning.
The Chinese educators expressed many similar views to the Australian group, especially in relation to formal goal-directed and circle time activities. There was also close agreement on children needing adult intervention to support choices. They placed an emphasis on participation in a variety of experiences supplied to children in relation to children's learning while being less sanguine about 'many experiences' , as a precondition for learning. The choice of 'creative' activities for the first question suggested a pedagogical difference. One explanation is that these educators were trained early childhood staff but as there is no specialist training for those working with children under three in China preschool pedagogies might be privileged (Liu 2015) . Although the difference was often not significant between the two groups on individual questions, overall the Chinese educators considered group membership more important than the Australians so that the ability to manage conflict and to be part of a group were more important for the Chinese group and this pattern supports the value given to cooperating with parents that the Chinese educators scored more highly than the Australians. These differences could be further explored by examining the cultural and social backgrounds of the educators. The Chinese educators may favour the group because of the importance of collectivist groups, like the family, in Chinese culture. The Australian training regime is likely to be more influenced by American individualism.
The first question asked in this paper was: How do educators understand participatory learning for infants and toddlers? From the responses to the questionnaire we can conclude that the infant/toddler educators had similar understandings of learning and participation given the number of rankings that were similar. Given the emphasis on the adult role as interactive, or even interventionist, there is the implication that many of the activities across the day would be adult-designed activities and for the younger children probably involve many routines. That 'children's own choices without adult intervention' was least frequently given a rating of most important supports the idea that for infants and toddlers levels of choice, reciprocity and having an active voice and opinion may be limited for both groups. The focus in this research related to ideas of participation in learning, and these are influenced by educator's theories of infants which will in turn dictate what happens during the day.
The literature reviewed supports an idea that there is an increasing understanding of how infant/toddler educators' beliefs about infants and the nature of learning and participation (Berthelsen et al. 2009 ) will influence practice in respect to interactions, daily scheduling of activities and levels of choice. In other words the extent to which participatory learning is an active component within the environment. Many researchers examining the infant world of group care portray a child that is capable of active participation, is communicative and can 'voice' an opinion. Relationships are important as the child can observe power relations and also share reciprocal relationships within a specific context. There is increasing research into infant relationships with other infants. In the light of the survey result that found 'The child should have the right to be alone and be able to make choices without adult intervention, or guidance' not important for either group raises an issue that can be investigated in relation to the literature on participation and rights (Woodhead 2006) . The responses to this first question suggest in both the Chinese and Australian group context that care is still considered more important for children under three than education. In the Australian context, formal care is more widespread for children in this age group and the similarity in responses suggest that in terms of infants and toddlers participatory learning, all educators favoured planning and levels of control as a pedagogic strategy.
The second question concerned the idea of: Are there significant differences across the two contexts?
The two areas where significant differences were present were those of characteristics of the two groups in relation to qualifications, age and experience and from the Chinese group there emerged a pattern of answers to suggest that group membership was more important to this cohort than the Australian group. The question of group membership and working with parents emerged as a difference in the study. The group membership emphasis from the Chinese participants could be related to the social, political and economic importance of the family in Chinese culture. The importance of belonging to the family group, scholars like Huang (2011) suggest, is an integral part of Chinese history and the relationships and structures that exist in the Chinese family cannot be explained using conventional western insights. These differences potentially have implications in terms of government policy, training and cultural practice while at the same time the shared understandings of the educator role across the two contexts were striking.
Implications
Government policy and the regulatory environment will drive the qualifications needed to be employed as an educator in the early childhood education and care sector. Both countries have reform agendas in place to build provision for early childhood services, improve quality and make services more accessible. The joint purpose of care and education has created confusion in terms of some policies in the early childhood years. In China, the context discussed at the beginning of this paper suggests that the birth-tothree age group has not yet received appropriate regulatory recognition. For Australia, there has been disappointment amongst advocates for quality provision of services as government policy has backed away from promoting the need for higher qualifications for those working with the very youngest. In both countries, there is a perceived need that the care and education services for children birth-3 years should be supported by developing staff with appropriate specialist skills, given the importance of these early years (Liu 2015; Cheeseman et al. 2015) .
How might practitioner' views of children's learning influence their practice? From the first question of the survey we can argue that an adult-dominated model of care and education for infants and toddlers would appear to take precedence over self-initiated play and discovery learning suggesting the educators see intervention as an important part of their role during these early years where children learn language and culture. This point is supported by the answers to the questionnaire in the participation section, question four. Test (2006) discusses how infant/toddler educators, through symbolic and cultural mediation 'teach' children how to be members of the culture. Understanding of participation and the importance of guided participation through social interactions was not strongly present in answers from the Australian and Chinese educators. This has implications for educator training and the design of early childhood programs. Both the Chinese and Australian groups were trained to work as educators in early childhood services with the Chinese group being younger and more highly qualified. This Chinese group had no specialist training in working with children birth-3 years which is compulsory for the Australian educators. The presence of specialist training for the Australian group did not appear to resonate in the results of the survey suggesting it was:
1. not effective, or, 2. the Chinese educators could use their higher levels of education to approach their work in a more critical way, or, 3. there is little acknowledgement in early childhood educator training yet of the literature that suggests children of this age group require a different pedagogical approach to preschool children (Rockel 2009 ).
The third implication to emerge from the survey results was around the question of local and global knowledge and practices. All participants indicated a sound acquaintance of international knowledge of working with young children. Similarities in many rankings support this statement as well as the types of answers where the concordance occurred.
The difference indicated in the Chinese emphasis on group belonging could be representative of an expression of Chinese social values. Pang (2012) discussed the idea that the Chinese kindergarten teachers' professional standards were to develop high-quality practice and also to promote Chinese early childhood education characteristics. The history of early childhood services in the two countries across the twentieth century converged and diverged at different times. The early kindergartens were influenced by the Froebel movement in both countries, early Chinese theorists like Chen Heqin were followers of John Dewey, China then experienced revolution and a strong Soviet influence (Vong 2009 ). Since 1978 theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky have been popular in both contexts. Hsueh et al. (2004) suggest China is building bridges between colonialism, communism and the present. The idea, therefore, of a collective society that emerges from these tensions will have a mix of influences and practices that reflect this combination. Australia is a former British colony and now a multicultural country that is influenced heavily by American and European ideas. The similarities and differences discussed here are examples of many shared educational ideals and theoretical knowledge that represent internationalisation of early childhood education.
The Chinese educators, however, display a sense of group belonging that would support Vygotsky's views of the individual within the group and the paramount importance of the role of social context for children's learning. These differences are nuanced and may be valuable sites of inquiry as government early childhood reform agendas are designed to connect local and global ideas to best advantage.
